Russia regains foothold in ex-Soviet Central Asia 
By Denis Dyomkin 

DUSHANBE, Oct 18 (Reuters) - A day after opening a military base in Tajikistan, Russia on 
Monday joined a little-known club of four ex-Soviet Central Asian states in a move to help 
Moscow 
regain a firm foothold in the strategically important region. 

President Vladimir Putin told leaders of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
that Russia would join their Central Asian Cooperation (CAC) organisation to get a firmer 
grasp on issues in the region and its own national agenda. 

"With the help of this organisation, we hope to increase strongly our practical ability to 
counteract such threats as religious extremism (and) the fight against illegal drug 
trafficking," Putin told the CAC summit in the Tajik capital. 

Russia, which focused on building ties with the United States and Europe in the first post- 
Soviet decade, has lost much of its influence in Central Asia as regional states worked on 
new alliances to shrug off the legacy of their colonial past. 

In the 1990s, the region's states boosted ties with Muslim and ethnic kin in Turkey, Iran 
and the Gulf. In 2001 they offered themselves as allies for Washington in the U.S.-led 
military operation against Afghanistan's then Taliban rulers. 

But in the past few years Putin, worried by the flow of drugs from post-Taliban 
Afghanistan and growing Muslim extremism in its troubled North Caucasus, has renewed his 
interest in 
restoring ties with ex-Soviet Asian neighbours. 

Russian companies are also interested in winning a stronger role in the resource-rich 
region courted by strong foreign competitors including huge neighbour China. 

The regional leaders, some of whom face insurgencies, are also increasingly keen to boost 
security cooperation with Russia and win wider access to its traditional markets. 

"We have always acknowledged and continue to acknowledge Russia's historical and 
strategic interests in the region," Itar-Tass news agency quoted Uzbek President Islam 
Karimov as 
telling the CAC meeting. 

As a symbol of Russia returning to the Central Asia, Putin on Sunday raised the Russian 
flag over a new military base in Tajikistan -- Russia's biggest military facility abroad. 

Moscow also has a smaller military base in Kyrgyzstan set up to match a NATO air base 
there. 

In return for the Tajik base, Putin promised $2 billion worth of investment in the 
impoverished country. 

"Our military presence in Tajikistan will not only be a guaranty of our investment, but also 
a guarantee of stability in the region," Putin said on Sunday. 
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